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LIKE A PRAYER? The force
of Witkin's persnickety
vision can be impressive -
but it's still baring.

Wonk appeal

Andrew Witkin, Doug Weathersby, and Boston's conceptual-art scene

_BY GREG COOK

“DOUGLAS
WEATHERSBY:

THE ES INAUGURAL
RETROSPECTIVE AND
STORAGE LOFT”

JUDI ROTENBERG GALLERY, 130 NEWBURY 5T,
BOSTON | THROUGH FEBRUARY 1

“ANDREW WITKIN:
OTHERS AMONG
OTHERS”

LAMONTAGNE GALLERY. 555 EAST SECONL ST,

SOITH AAETAM | THBANEN FEADHADY 14

Over the summer, José Luis Blondet, cu-
rator at the Boston Center for the Arts,
invited Boston artist Andrew Witkin

to do an unspecified project in a hid-
den corridor at the BCA’s Mills Gallery.
The hall is a narrow, staff-only space
behind one of the gallery walls. Staff
used it to store ladders and supplies. The
rest of the gallery was booked up, but
Blondet thought the odd space might
suit Wirkin's practice of thoughtfully
arranging furniture, rocks, papers, and
other stuff,

Witkin enlisted the help of Douglas
Weathersby, a local conceptual artist
whose business, Environmental Services,
doubles as a cleaning and an artmaking
service. Weathersby, who won the ICA’s
Foster Prize for hot local artist in 2003,
is best known for “shadow drawings,”
in which he sweeps dirt in a room into
the shape of shadows of furniture placed
there.

With input from Witkin and help
from BCA interns, Weathersby cleaned
out the Mills Gallery corridor, pried off
panels that were blocking out windows,
and built shelves. He painted the whole
space matte white, except for the ceil-
ing, which he painted a glossy white, so
that light from the newly revealed win-
dows would bounce off the ceiling and
into the gallery over the gallery wall,
which doesn’t quite reach the ceiling.
That light is the only public evidence of
the piece, since the room itself is still
closed to the public. “It's very subtle,”
Blondet acknowledges.

Witkin and Weathersby both have
solo shows in town this month, so0 ['ve
been thinking again about this collabo-
ration — closed, cerebral, on the border
between art and This Old House — and the
prominence of conceptual art in Boston.

HIGH-CONCEPT Weathersby asks us to contemplate the beauty in seemingly mundane junk,

Conceprual art's local stature comes
in part from being the choice of the ma-
jority of the ICA's Foster Prize selections
over the past five years. That includes the
waork by three of the four 2008 finalists:
Witkin's stylishly ascetic apartment, Joe
Zane's droll riffs on artistic identity, and
Catherine D'Ignazio’s homeland-insecurity
video installation.

Local conceptual artists are an amor-
phous, hard-to-categorize gang. What
unites them is a wonkish way of think-
ing that's easier to sense than to define.
Their ideas often manifest themselves
through rigorous craftsmanship: An-
drew Mowbray's Jules-Verne-by-way-
of-Matthew-Barney contraptions, Jane
Marsching's recent kite and flags, john
Osorio-Buck's survivalist shacks, Deb
Todd Wheeler's people-powered contrap-
tions with their bicycle pedals and hand
cranks, Jeff Warmouth's screwball pup-
pet films and mock museum displays.
Performance is often involved, and of-
ten as video: the Institute for Infinitely
Small Things' literal enactments of cor-
porate slogans, Platforma’s Failure Support
Group (a one-night group discussion on
failure), Ben Sloat's public restaging of
Michael Jackson's dance from Thriller.

Several artists adopt poses of scientific
inquiry and expedition. Many use aliases
(Warmouth as Jeffu, Mowbray as Tsuna-
mi Jones), often reinventing themselves
as some sort of “official” enterprise — the
Institute, the National Bitter Melon
Council, Weathersby's Environmental

Services. The tone is mostly serious, dry,
not juicy, It all falls in line with Boston's
Puritanical streak, Yankee devotion to
craftsmanship, and the intellectualism
and institutionalism of area colleges.
Maybe that's just a coincidence.

Weathersby's “ES Inaugural Retro-
spective and Storage Loft" at Rotenberg
Gallery is an office/clubhouse/loft built
in the gallery, with a computer desk,
business cards, photos of past “shadow
drawings,” home-improvementy videos
(including work at the home he's moving
into in Medford), a jam jar filled with
dirty water (purported to be from wash-
ing the kitchen in gallerist Barbara Kra-
kow's home), a hose, coiled phone wire,
and a giant yarn God's eye. Climb up the
stairs into the loft and you find a manual
typewriter, an empty aquarium, piles of
drawings and typed-on paper, a lamp, an
oscillating fan, and a video of an aquar-
ium with a chandelier reflecting in the
glass. Life-size photos of Weathersby's
home office cover two gallery walls. En-
vironmental Services invoices are stuck
on everything in the photos — each with
an image and description of a job (clean-
ing, art moving, installation).

A third wall features photos of ceiling
lamps (emphasis on the glow they cast)
and various places he's worked (puddles
in warehouse-like rooms, a demolished
kitchen filled with debris). They seem to
be an argument for meditative attention to
the beauty in seemingly mundane junk.

Weathersby's project is sometimes

described as an investigation of class
(blue-collar labor versus art), patronage,
and close observation. But the objects
here feel like a random survey of his art
and his cleaning business. They don't
coalesce. A tour guide can help decipher
some coded meaning — but even then

it feels as if Weathersby were talking to
himself, not us.

Witkin's "Others Among Others” at
LaMontagne Gallery presents minimal-
ist unpainted wood chairs, a desk, and
tables with books or artful arrange-
ments of rocks on top. A stereo shuffles
randomly through dozens of different
recordings of the folk song "Stagolee.”
Some printed books line the gallery

counter, Twin broken mirrors lean
against a wall. And tour racks ot white

T-shirts zigzag across the room. It looks
like an arty dry cleaner’s place,

The shirts (and the tops of the pages of
one of the books) are printed with seem-
ingly random phrases and notations,
among them a quotation attributed to
British philosopher Alfred North White-
head: *One definition of intelligence is,
‘the ability to select from those signals
that are in any given instant.” " Witkin's
obsessions revolve around collecting, list-
ing, noting rhymes and echoes, intuiting
glimpses of order.

At the ICA’s Foster Prize show, Wit-
kin offers an installation resembling a
high-end boutique-furniture showroom
mated with an art monk's hermetic cell.
It looks like an argument for the per-
fectly tasteful lifestyle and thoughtfully
arranged home décor as an art in itself.

1 don’t exactly enjoy it, but I appreciate
the fully realized force of this persnicke-
ty vision, The LaMontagne installation,
though, feels slight, like exercises and
riffs that don’t jell,

Some religions call for turning your
every act into a prayer. These projects by
Witkin and Weathersby make a similar
argument for collapsing the differences
between art and life, for internalizing
art to the point that everything we do
becomes art and leads to enlighten-
ment. Or something.

Both installations demand a lot of time
and attention from the viewer. | expect
few will dig deep because the work is dif-
ficult and tight-lipped and boring. It's the
kind of stuff that makes you feel you'll
never be smart enough to get it, Dedicated
visitors who wrestle with these pieces will
be rewarded with wisps and crumbs that
don't add up to much, @

Read Greg Cook's blog at gregcookland.com/
journal.



